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CAUSES OF THE DECLINE OF ANCIENT
CIVILIZATION

IN a book devoted to the history of ancient civilization the
reader is entitled to seek an answer to this question: Why
did such a powerful and brilliant civilization, the growth
of ages and apparently destined to last for ages, gradually
degenerate ? In other words, why did the creative power of
its makers wax faint, with this result, that mankind slowly
reverted to primitive and extremely simple conditions of life
and then began to create civilization over again from the very
rudiments, reviving the old institutions and studying the old
problems? It was an effort of centuries to climb up again-
to the level on which man had lived for a period for many
hundred years.

To this question many answers have been given by his-
torians, philosophers, and economists, by students of sociology,
physiology, and theology. This is not the place to examine
all the methods proposed for the solution of the problem.
But one thing I will say : the majority of these explanations
take into account only one of the symptoms that announce the
steady decline of cultural creation, and declare this to be the
cause of the decline as a whole. I shall permit myself, without
entering upon polemical discussion, to put forward that solu-
tion of the secular problem which I regard as most probable.

What do we mean by the ' decline' of ancient civiliza-
tion ? What lies at the root of this steady reversion of civilized
man to the primitive state of barbarism ? Wherever we
observe this process, we note also a psychological change in
those classes of society which had been up till then the creators
of culture. Their creative power and creative energy dry up;
men grow weary and lose interest in creation and cease to
value it; they are disenchanted; their life is no longer an
effort towards a creative ideal for the benefit of humanity;
their minds are occupied either with material interests, or
with ideals unconnected with life on earth and realized else-
where. In this latter case the centre of attraction shifts from
earth to heaven, or from earth to a world beyond the grave.

A process of this kind was repeated fairly often in ancient
history. But the plainest and most unmistakable instances